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TAKING A DARE 

By GENEVIEVÍE BOLAND 

The expression " I dare you" is one frequently heard among 
children between the ages of eight and fifteen, particularly 
among boys. What child does not remember the stinging 
rebuke and incentive to action found in the expression," You 're 
afraid, I dare you to do i t !" The fear of being called a 
coward and the endeavor to stand on a footing of equality 
with one's companions have led at times to danger and acci
dents. Young children do not fully understand the mean
ing of the expression and without being cognizant of any 
danger involved take a dare, fear of others and the attempt 
to imitate leading them on. Older children are aware of 
the physical or moral harm, but pride and fear conquer 
them. The quality of being very daring is considered by 
boys, and frequently by girls, a commendable one. A girl 
of eighteen writes: " I have always been fond of taking dares 
and am yet. When I was about eleven years old, my teacher 
told me that I was the most daring scholar in the room. I t 
has often gotten me into serious trouble, but strange to say 
it never had much effect upon me. When I was quite small 
I always thought a person who would n't take a dare was a 
coward, and years ago I made a resolution never to be one 
and have kept it pretty well." Again, a boy of sixteen says, 
"When I was between six and nine there was nothing I en
joyed more than taking a dare or daring others." 

Terman found in his study of the psychology and peda
gogy of leadership that among other things leaders were noted 
for being more daring. In Dr. Hall and Dr. Smith's study of 
taking a dare it is adjudged to be a dangerous and perverted 
form of the showing-off instinct. The motivating impulse 
seemed to be not a real exhibition of courage even of the phy
sical sort, but a desire to avoid the accusation of cowardice. 
Where no apparent danger is involved the taking of a dare 
seems to be an avenue for the outpouring of some of the rest
less energy of childhood. It, indeed, at times becomes a 
mode of play in which a desire for excitement may be grati
fied, as in jumping from a haymow, but the effect and in
fluence are in the wrong direction as the fear of being called 
a coward may rankle in the child's mind often causing him to 
do that which he knows is not right. 
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TAKING A DARE 5 1 1 

The impulse to motor activity, always the predominating 
factor in taking a dare, is always accompanied by possible 
physical danger, moral physical harm being seldom considered, 
while pride in one's standing among one's mates runs through 
all acts and all ages. For this reason the boy of five will take 
a dare as quickly as the boy of ten or twelve. 

The data from which this study was made were received 
from Miss Williams of the New Jersey Normal School. In 
all 191 cases, 38 of boys, 153 of girls, were reported. As only 
about one-fifth of the cases were from boys, a comparison 
can hardly be drawn as to whether boys or girls are the more 
daring. In walking in deep water, skating on thin ice or ice 
covered with water, eating such things as mud pies, green 
apples, raw potatoes, in jumping from haymows, ladders, 
beams, etc., the girls as well as the boys are led to take the 
dare. 

The age of ten is the time when dare-taking, according to 
this material, reaches its climax. I t starts at four, goes up 
with a sudden bound at six, continuing to rise until eight with 
the girls. Then the curves for both boys and girls drop a t 
nine, then take a leap at ten, immediately falling back almost 
to the level at nine and then steadily decreasing with a slight 
upward curve for the girls at fourteen and the boys at sixteen. 
At eighteen there is a slight upward curve for the girls and at 
twenty for the boys. Adult cases were reported, one of a man 
of twenty-two who was dared to wear his father's panama hat 
and carry his cane to a concert; the other of a man of thirty-
eight who, dared by his niece, ran across the railroad tracks 
before an approaching train. The same desire not to be 
thought cowardly is evident in both, although the latter case 
shows a weak character. I presume we may say, certainly 
in the latter case, if not in the former, "cherchez la femme." 

Dares may be roughly classified as of three sorts, physical, 
moral and social; or as those which may result in personal 
danger; those which may court danger or ill feeling from 
others, and those involving ridicule. Some dares may be 
included under two of these heads and some under all three, 
one being predominant, the other two secondary consequences. 
The fear of physical ill, or of ridicule, or of being thought 
weak and cowardly, are restraints continuously set a t defiance. 

(1) Of the dares involving physical danger jumping is the 
most prominent. Anything from the front steps of a porch 
to the second story of a mill, even from a bridge into the water 
below served as an outlet for bringing into play this desire 
for activity. The instinct to climb and then jump is given 
vent in climbing trees and jumping, climbing beams and jump
ing into the hay. Older children perform the feat and then 
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5 " TAKING A DARB 

dare the younger to try the same; boys find particular pleasure 
in daring the girls to imitate their supposed courage and 
bravery. From six up to sixteen jumping dares are fre
quently taken, and especially at the ages of six and eight. 
The following are some of the typical cases. 

F. (6). When I was about 5 yrs, old my brother dared me to jump 
from the porch to the ground, which was a considerable distance. This 
I was very much afraid to do but finally I gathered up the courage and 
jumped. 

F . (8). When I was 8 I was once dared to jump off the church steps. 
The little girl told me she double dared me which meant she would do it 
after me. I did not want to seem babyish, so did it, not only once but 
three or four times in succession. 

M. (10). Frank was dared to climb to the top of an electric pole. 
He got half way up and then came down again. 

F . (7). When I was about 7 years old I remember how two of my 
playmates and myself used to dare each other to jump off a little house 
about 4 ft. high. 

F . (11). Clara, aged 11 years, was dared to climb a tree and jump 
down. She did it and sprained her wrist. After that she refused all 
dares. 

F . (12). When I was about 12 years old a boy who lived near us dared 
me to climb a shed roof and jump from it. I did it and fell on m y wrist 
and sprained it very badly. 

M. (12). One day a crowd of boys and girls were in the barn when 
some one suggested jumping out of the hay loft. One of the boys jumped, 
but I was afraid. Then one of the girls jumped out and when she landed, 
dared me to follow. I jumped simply because I did not want to be beaten 
by a girl. 

M. (12). One day I was swimming in the canal near a small foot bridge 
which was, perhaps, 15 ft. above the water. One of the boys dared me 
to dive from the bridge, but I was afraid to do it. He then dared me to 
jump from the bridge. I hasitated, but finally said if one of the other 
boys would jump I would. The other boy jumped and I was still afraid. 
1 stood there for a moment, shut my eyes and jumped. The only feeling 
I remember is t ha t the longer I stood looking the greater seemed the dis
tance. 

F . (9) When I was perhaps 8 or 9, a favorite game was to dare a 
crowd to jump from a wall. We tried to see who could jump from the 
highest par t of the wall. 

M. (16). One day a t the close of work a fellow workman dared me 
to go to the bridge and jump into the water with my clothes on. I accepted 
the dare and jumped with him. 

This instinct of climbing and jumping, which begins early, is 
thought by some to date back to our early ancestors who 
climbed the trees and leaped from limb to limb. However this 
may be, it seems to be deep-rooted and fundamental. And the 
desire not to be outdone becomes more prominent the older 
the boy or girl. 

(2) As jumping from a height involves personal danger, 
so also does walking in the water and skating on thin ice. 
To walk through mud puddles, especially with shoes and 
stockings on, seems to be quite daring to young children, es-
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TAKING A DARE 5 1 3 

pecially as they seem to be quite aware that it is wrong. 
In skating on thin ice the danger is known, but the apparent 
desire to appear brave and show off checks any fear of per
sonal harm. 

F. When I was about 7 years old I was dared to jump from a row boat 
into the river. I had on a new dress and, of course, I refused to do it. 
M y brother said, "Well, you are a baby; I would n ' t have thought you 
were such a coward." My anger was aroused and before any one knew it 
I had jumped into the river and was struggling in the water. 

F . When I was about 8, a crowd of us used to gather on a very muddy 
street and dare each other to run across in the mud just in front of an 
advancing horse. 

F . A playmate once dared me to stand in a puddle of muddy water. 
I had on new shoes but I took the dare. 

F . I remember many instances of being dared to disobey my parents 
wishes. When I was 10 years old I was forbidden to jump the stones in 
the river on the way to school. Very often my companions would say 
to me: " I dare you to jump the stones this morning." I often took the 
dare. 

F . I remember playing the game of dare. One would take the lead 
and the others follow. One dare was to walk out to the end of a dock, 
on some places of which the water came over the boards. For some time 
I would not do it, but one day growing tired of being dared I walked to 
the end of the dock. 

M. Eddie was not allowed to go to the creek to skate. One day the 
creek was the only sheet of water that was frozen, so Eddie and a lot of 
boys went to look a t it. They made preparations for skating and dared 
Eddie to go with them. He hesitated but they double dared him. This 
time he accepted. 

M. When Dean was 10 years old he was dared to cross a lake where 
the ice had begun to melt. He did so and was almost drowned. 

M. Another boy and I were bathing in a small pond. We were seeing 
how many times we could cross. I became tired and stopped when my 
companions dared me to go again. At first I would not bu t as they kept 
daring me I started. About midway I became tired and nearly lost m y 
life. 

F . When I was 13 years, I was dared to walk out to the end of a pier 
extending into the water for a mile. I t was only for the use of trains 
and was very old. I crept out and back on the ties, the wind blowing 
very hard and I was very glad to get on shore again. 

M. A number of young people were skating on a lake which was very 
deep. The ice became unsafe and when a place was found where i t would 
bend it was fun for the boys to see who could cross it last. One place 
had become very much broken when one fellow said: " I ' l l dare any one 
to go across the bend with me again." One fearless young fellow said: 
" I ' l l take you up, come on." The one that took the dare fell in and 
nearly lost his life. 

In cases where walking in muddy water and skating are 
involved, the question of right and wrong and disobedience 
is an equal factor with physical danger. In skating particu
larly it is a question of testing courage in the face of danger, 
and the dare is taken because there is the insinuation of 
cowardice. The characterization of mankind as expressed by 
the savage to Sir Samuel White Baker, the scientist, might 
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54 TAKING A DARE 

apply here. "Most men," said the barbarian, "arebad. The 
good men are weak. They are good because they are not 
strong enough to be bad." In skating on thin ice it usually is 
the strong one who takes the dare. 

The dare of riding a horse is always taken with the knowl
edge that harm may result, but the possible chance of escape 
is counted on. The sense of risk appeals to the child who 
must satisfy his curiosity by experience. 

F . (12). M y brother dared me to ride a horse without bridle or saddle 
on him and I rode the horse. 

F . (00). M y uncle who has a home in the country bought a frisky 
pony for his children. One day my cousin dared me to get on the pony's 
back and ride around the lawn. While I was afraid of the animal I did 
not want any one to know it so I took the dare and got quite a shaking up. 

F . (10). M y friend who lives an a large farm has a gentle horse to 
ride. One day we went to get the horse for a ride and my friend's brother, 
a boy about 14, pu t the bridle on another horse and dared me to ride it. 
I knew the horse was not so gentle as the other one but nevertheless I said 
I would ride it. I was helped to mount it and after going several rounds 
was glad to get off. 

F . When I was small my mother forbade me to swing on the back of 
m y father's carriage as our horse was fractious and she was afraid I would 
get hurt . I would see my brother do it and I remember doing it every 
chance I got. 

Direct disobedience is seen in this last case while desire to 
be thought brave and fear of ridicule have been strong enough 
to overcome the fear of the horse. This primary fear and 
instinct of self-preservation give way before the more com
plex social fear. 

(3) Standing on the car tracks when a car is approaching 
or crossing the track when a train is coming are certainly ways 
of tempting danger and examples of extreme foolhardiness. 
Here we have the case of a man of 38 crossing before an ap
proaching train because he was dared to do so by a girl. 
This is certainly an example of foolishness verging almost 
on insanity or mental defect. The other data concerning acts 
performed by children savor of a desire for excitement and 
the experience of a new sensation. 

Girl. (8). When I was about 8 years old, a little schoolmate of mine 
dared me to stand on the track when a trolley car was coming along. 
I stood there although very much frightened until the motorman yelled 
at me. 

F . (12). I was dared by my playmates to run across the street when 
a passing car was close to me. I did so and got to the other side of the 
street. 

M. (13). Harry and George placed their ears to the railroad track 
to listen to the approaching train. When the train came in sight they 
dared each other to see which could stay the longer. Harry did and would 
have been killed had not another fellow pulled him off. 

Almost as foolhardy are the dares to put one's hand in a 
candle flame, in hot starch, and the like. The knowledge 
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TAKING A DARB 5 1 5 

that one will be burnt is overcome by fear of ridicule and a 
false idea of bravery. Only four instances of this kind were 
reported; but they seem to be typical examples. 

F. (8). When I was 8 years old my sister dared me to put my hand 
in boiling starch. I took the dare and had a scalded hand for a week. 

M. (9). A boy of 9 dared by another boy to take a burning brand from 
a bonfire. He spit upon his hands, did it and when burned was very 
angry. 

F . (10). Helen aged 12, dared Marion aged 10, to take a tin cup 
from the heap of ashes of a bonfire. 

F . (11). Girl aged 11, dared to pass hand through a candle flame. 
Did so without burning it. 

Fear of the dark, in which there is a vivid and persistent 
representation of possible physical harm is overcome by the 
moral fear of being thought weak and the social fear of ridi
cule. Darkness causes an instinctive fear in children which, 
if worked upon, often persists to adult age, where it may 
develop into a defect. A number of reports concern dares 
to encounter darkness. 

F. (7). Agatha's aunt dared her to go up stairs to get a shawl which 
was in a dark room. Agatha was afraid but went up and got the shawl. 

F . (9). A number of girls were playing in an alley which went from 
one street to the other and had several barns and an undertaking estab
lishment on it. Girls dared Edna to go through when it was dark. She 
was afraid but took the dare, went through and returned with a feeling 
of approbation. 

F . (11). I was dared by my playmates to walk slowly around one of 
their houses alone when it was dark. I started bravely, but when the 
corner of the house hid my friends from view I began to feel very uncom
fortable. I t seemed to get darker every minute. I was sure there were 
mysterious forms in every bush lurking there for my destruction. I 
heard ghost-like steps pursuing me; I dared not look around bu t with my 
eyes on the ground kept a slow, steady pace until the deed was accom
plished. 

F . (8). Had great fear of the dark. One evening brother sa id : ' 'Elsie, 
I dare you to go up in the att ic alone without a l ight." She hesitated, 
but disliking the idea of not being able to take up the dare, conquered the 
fear of the dark and went. 

F . (14). Dared to walk through a cemetery at night. Was afraid 
but would not show it and walked through. 

F . (8). Dared my brother to walk through a dark wood. Refused 
the dare but the next night sneaked out of the house and walked through 
the wood, then told brother. 

The last example tends to show how a dare may exert an 
influence which might cause serious results both physically, 
mentally and morally either for good or for bad. 

Other dares, which do not come under a definite classifica
tion, show the same defiance of physical harm resulting from 
fear of ridicule or a desire for mastery. 

F. (10). Dared to ride bicycle without having hands on handle-bars. 
Did so, fell off and broke her arm. 

M. (12). To creep under all the beds in the house. 
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5i6 TAKING A DARE 

M. ( n ) . To wrestle with another boy. Did so, broke his arm. 
F . (10). To walk along edge of tin roof where she had been forbidden 

to go. Fell off, sprained her wrist. 
F . (6) Dared by brother to lay her head on fly paper. Did so and 

was obliged to have curls cut off. 
F . (12). To roll down railroad bank covered with snow. 
F . (18). To walk through a field where large cow was kept. Dis

liked to be dared, but took the dare and could not speak when she came 
out of the field. 

F . (7). To pick up a worm. 
F . (7). To pick up a caterpillar. 

(7) Jumping rope up to 100 is not only a game, but it 
furnishes the occasion for a dare which is indulged in particu
larly by girls. Though it is realized that harm may come 
from prolonged jumping the desire to show one's ability is 
prominent, in fact the attempt to reach the century mark 
in jumping might be considered a form of showing off through 
the influence of a dare. 

F. (10). My schoolmates dared me to jump a hundred times without 
stopping. I tried to, but did not get up to 100. 

F . (10). I once jumped 200 times without stopping on account of 
a dare. 

F . (10). M y schoolmates told me of a girl who jumped 100 times and 
dropped dead. They then dared me to do it which I did. 

F . (18). Yesterday I was dared to jump rope and not willing to be 
defeated by the others present, I did it. 

(8) Eating various things on account of dares is common 
among young children, particularly in defiance of possible re
sulting sickness. Children between 6 and 8 are particularly 
prone to eat mud pies, the unconscious instinct of eating 
not being as prominent as the desire to show one's ability. 

F . (16). Dared to eat a certain weed. Was afraid but had seen the 
cat eat it, so felt she would not die if she ate it. 

M. (6). Dared to eat a bottle of quinine pills. 
M. (7). To eat a raw potato. 
F . (7). To eat a mud pie. Unable to finish it. 
F . (7). Playing house dared to eat a mud pie. Could not get the 

sand out of her mouth. The other children laughed she thought she was 
in great pain and began to cry. 

F . (8). Dared to eat a red pepper. 
F . (10). Dared to eat yellow clay. Made believe that I liked it al

though the t ru th was quite the contrary. 
F . (10). Heard it would make a person sick to eat a raw oyster with 

sugar on it. Was dared to do it and ate one. 
F . (8). Dared to eat poison ivy. Did so. 
F . (12). Dared to eat green crab apples. Ate two. Taste remained 

in mouth for a week. Felt sick but would not tell any one. 
F . (14). Dared to eat flowers. Did so very often, finally became 

a habit to eat any flower. 
F . (12). Dared to eat horse chestnut. 
F . (6). To eat soap and starch with oil in it. 
F . (12). To eat poisonous sumach. Afraid of plant, but ate it for 

dare's sake. 
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TAKING A DARE 5 1 7 

Dares which court danger from others involve a moral 
aspect in that the danger is generally in the form of punish
ment. Disobedience, often of a direct and willful form, setting 
at defiance the restraint of authority, and the endeavor to 
impress one's companions that parents or teachers are not 
feared, are the underlying reasons for accepting these dares. 
At times there is hesitancy in taking the dare especially when 
the children are old enough to have definite ideas and under
standing of right and wrong conduct. 

Annoying the teacher seems to find general favor among 
children, and while one may feel a secret bond of sympathy 
with them, the data bearing on this all show a lack of respect, 
improper bringing up, defiance of authority, and the meaner 
motive of endeavoring to arouse anger. 

F. (7). We had what we thought was a hard reading lesson. The 
other girls tore their's out out of their books and dared me to do the same. 
At first they called me names and then I thought I was a coward so I tore 
the lesson out. I felt I had done a great wrong and had no peace until I 
had told the teacher. 

F . (9). Dared to call the teacher a crank. Rather than refuse the 
dare did it. 

F . (10). Dared to upset cup of water on the floor. Did it and was 
punished. 

F . (9). Late frequently a t school. Carried a note home every day. 
Dared to tear it up. Did so without looking in note. Wondered what 
mother would say. 

F . (11). Dared to say Gordon's corner when asked the capital of a 
country in Africa. Excused from the class for it. 

M. (12). To knock on primary teacher's door during school hours. 
Did it and was caught. 

M. (13). Dared to throw incandescent lamp on floor of schoolroom. 
Sent from the room for making a noise. 

F . (10). To wave a t strangers going by the school. 
F . (10). To write an excuse from school and stay out. Did so bu t 

did not enjoy herself. 
F . (14). To stay a t home from school without telling mother and go 

after chestnuts. Went but got no chestnuts. 
F . (14). Dared to go out of school without permission. Did so and 

was afraid to come back until recess. 
F . (15). To eat raw potato in school. 

The knowledge that punishment will result is evident, but the 
chance that one may escape causes the risk to be taken. This 
is often seen in adult life where the moral sense being weak 
unfortunate consequences result. 

April Fooling the teacher is along the same line, although 
the spirit of disrespect does not seem so evident as a desire 
for enjoyment at some one else's expense. 

F. (10). To write April Fool on the board ask the teacher who was 
substituting "if tha t problem was correct." 

F . (11). To write April Fool in large letters on work to be handed in. 
F . (10). To pin long rag on teacher's coat on April Fool day. Teacher 

walked around the school all day with it on. 
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5i8 TAKING A DARE 

F. (15). Went to door of schoolroom and asked to see teacher. When 
she came to door said, ' 'April Fool." 

Calling names, speaking to strangers, etc. often show the 
underlying desire to arouse some form of anger. 

M. (10). One of my companions had a nickname Hippenback which 
he disliked very much. I was dared to call him it. 

F. (11). Dared to speak to stranger. Did so. 
F. (11). Sent to the store for granulated sugar, dared by brother 

to ask for Banty legged sugar. Did so. 
F. (6). Dared to speak to a girl she was angry with. Angered by 

the dare, spoke. 
F. (8). To say "Good Afternoon" to a passing stranger. 
F. (14). To say to colored girl who was carrying a parasol over her 

head. "Ella, aren't you afraid you'll tan?" 
Ringing the door bell gives pleasure to boys, and they do 

it for the excitement of seeing what will happen. Visions of 
an angry woman coming to the door appeal to their sense of 
the ridiculous. The pleasure in it decreases after the age 
of twelve or thirteen, when other interests hold their attention. 

M. (7). Going to school, dared to ring door bell. 
M. (11). Dared ring elevator bell in state house. Rang bell and ran. 
F. (7). Dared ring front door bell. 
Some dares which court punishment but where curiosity is 

the prevailing factor are seen in the following. Interest in 
the unknown and unexplored as shown by these might be 
turned to higher things if directed right. The lower qualities 
of doing harm do not seem to prevail. 

F. (8). Dared to cut whiskers off a black cat. Did so and destroyed 
his beauty. 

F. (11). Dropped a cat from second story window. Hesitancy at 
first was overcome by the desire to see what would happen. 

M. (4). Boy fond of running on streets. Forbidden to go out of 
yard. Dared to come out, did so. 

F. (7). Passed a yard where there was an angry goose with little 
goslings. Admired goslings, dared to pick one up. Hesitated but finally 
did so. 

F. (6). Dared turn spigot in a barrel of vinegar. Knew it was wrong, 
but dreaded ridicule, turned the spigot wasted 10 gallons of vinegar and 
was severely punished. 

M. (20). Dared to throw a pitcher of water at roommate. 
Others which show lack of respect and defiance of authority, 

a perverted moral sense which in later years may lead to ser
ious wrong doing, are seen in the following: 

F. (4). Dared to refuse to obey maiden aunt. 
F. (7). Dared to knock paper from father's hand. Knew it would 

make him angry, but did it. 
F. (7). Dared throw water in brother's face and wake him. 
F. (10). To leave the house before the dishes were washed. 
F. (13). Went to the store, dared to leave articles on porch and run. 
F. (14). Got behind aunt's chair and pull it from under her. 
F. (12). Dared to sew teacher's coat sleeve up. 
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TAKING A DARE 5 1 9 

F. (13). Took a girl driving. Stayed very late. Dared not tell 
mother where she had been. 

Things may be eaten when there is danger of illness result
ing, and also on a dare when direct disobedience is involved-

F . (5). Dared by small brother to take piece of chocolate cake. 
F . (6). Dared to eat ear of sweet corn. Did it bu t felt ashamed of 

taking it without mother 's knowledge. 
F . (6). Dared to eat a banana which mother had forbidden her to 

touch. Preferred to disobey rather than refuse the dare. 
F . (6). Dared by brother to eat icing left to cool. Ate it and was sick. 
M. (6). Dared by little cousin to steal cake from closet. She said: 

" R o y you are afraid, I dare you t o ! " Roy did it immediately. 
F . (15). Dared to eat quinine pills. Ate three. 

At the root of desire or craving lies a consciousness of in
feriority. To desire a thing is to feel the absence or want of 
the thing. Children desire to appear well in the eyes of their 
mates, to be considered brave, consequently they will often do 
things when it would expose them to ridicule if they refused. 
This is seen in the matter of wearing clothes of various sorts 
and eating things disliked. Girls will wear old and ridiculous 
clothes with an idea of showing their bravery and courage 
in so doing. Girls between 12 and 16 will put on their father's 
or brother's clothes, probably impelled by the desire to see how 
they would look, although aware of the impropriety. The 
following are examples: 

F. (7). Dared to dress up in old clothes and play mother was a washer
woman. Did so and passed the morning on the street telling people about 
poverty of the family. 

F . (7). Wears old black hat on street. 
F . (8). Wears brother's clothes out doors. 
F . (8). Dared to wear mother's long skirt to the store. Did it, but 

felt very foolish. 
F . (9). Dressed in mother's clothes and went out on the street. 
M. (9). Dared to wear mother's sunbonnet to post-office. Did it. 
F . (11). Wore father's clothes on street. 
F . (11). Dressed like Salavtion Army lass and went out on street. 
F . (14). Dared to wear father's long coat and derby down town. Did i t . 
F . (16). Dressed in brother's clothes and went to aunt 's house. 

Eating and drinking things disliked are done only to avoid 
ridicule and show the beginning of a character which may be 
swayed by the opinion of others. 

F. (14). Dared to eat half a dozen olives. Ate them though I dis
liked them. 

F . (18). Dared to eat large spoonful of strong horse-radish. 
F . (10). Dared to take " b a d medicine." 
F . (15). Dared to drink five glasses of water a t once. Had boasted 

of ability. 
F . (18). Dared to drink a cup of vinegar. 

Some dares which seem to be in direct defiance of propriety 
are seen in the latter data. Children should be taught the 
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5 2 0 TAKING A DARE 

fitness of correct behavior, and when it is set at defiance after 
the age of twelve the instinct of action is being turned in 
a downward direction. I t is as bad and perhaps worse to 
be unmindful of the opinion of others as it is to be too mind
ful of it, and the spirit of rash action being nurtured may 
crowd out a better instinct. The spirit encouraging the dare 
may be condemned as much as the spirit of the dare itself. 

F . (10). Dared to jump in wagon and ride to town with a farmer. 
F . (15). Dared to untie horse and carriage and go driving. 
F . (9). Drove around in father's grocery wagon with a boy she did 

not know. 
F . (16). Dared to go into fashionable confectionery store and order 

a cents worth of candy. 
F . (19). Dared offer waiter in ice cream parlor $5 bill in payment 

for two plates of ice cream. 
F . (19). Dared carry two live chickens from market. 
M. (20). Dared to sweep street. Took dare reluctantly. 

REFUSING TO TAKE A DARE 

The data on refusing to take a dare are not sufficient to 
warrant any conclusion as to age, there being only twenty-six 
answers from girls and two from boys. Of the answers from 
the girls the largest number were at the age of 8 years; 9,10 
and 12 showing the same number respectively. Jumping and 
eating things usually forbidden still play the principal part. 
The reasons for refusing to take the dare show some rather 
striking contrasts, the idea of harm to themselves or of dis
obedience seeming to hold equal place. These are seen in 
the following: ., 

Girl (8). Dared to jump off a shed roof, became very uuch frightened 
when she thought of the distance and refused to take the dare. 

Girl. (12). Dared by another girl to jump over a post said: " I can do 
it, but I won't do i t now for my head aches." 

Girl. (13). Dared to eat a green peach asid, " E a t a green peach? 
I guess not: W h a t do you take me for anyhow?" 

Girl. (8). Dared to be hidden in a barrel in a field, knew her mother 
would look for her and be anxious so did not do it. 

Girl. (7). Dared to hide the boy's ball bat . Afraid her cousin would 
whip her so did not do it. 

Girl. (7). Dared to jump from stone steps. Every time she jumped 
was afraid of catching her foot on one of the bottom steps and falling. 
At last refused, giving as an excuse ' ' I t stings your feet too much to j u m p . ' ' 

Girl. (10). Dared to call her father up on the phone and tell him to 
come home. Knew she would be punished so would not. 

Boy. (10). Dared to eat a green apple after his mother had forbidden 
him to do so, refused to take the dare. 

Girl. (10). Dared to go on the ice when her mother had forbidden 
her to do so. At first she felt uncomfortable seeing the other girls and 
listening to their jeers, but was glad she had minded when she went home. 

Girl. (12). Mother had forbidden her to go to the woods after Arbutus. 
Children coaxed and pleaded with her; finally one said, "Well you don ' t 
da re , " she replied, ' ' I won't take your dare even though I am sorry I can ' t 
g o . " 
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TAKING A DARS 5 2 1 

The rejection of various other dares was reported, such as 
refusing to ring a door bell, turn a hose on a colored boy pass
ing, bury a ring, roll a piece of candy in the sand and eat it, 
and wear an old hat to church; but no definite reason was given. 

One instance in which a sense of right and wrong is seen, 
is the following: 

Girl. (7). Passing a grocery store saw a basket of apples. Another 
girl said, " I ' l l dare you to take one." " N o , " replied, the other, " I won't 
do it, I t isn't r ight ." 

Another case shows a similar feeling. 
Girl. (10). Dared to take an apple out of a boy's desk. Other girls 

said, "If you will, then we will." She still refused. They called her a 
coward and double dared her but she still refused. Two others show 
somewhat different phases of the sense of right and wrong, one refusing 
the dare with the feeling of victory to herself, the other on the ground of 
propriety. 

Girl. (8). When I was about 8 yrs. old, I was dared to jump a stream 
about 3 feet wide. Before I was dared I did intend to jump the stream, 
bu t when dared I emphatically refused. I felt I had gained a victory be
cause I wanted to jump the stream very much. I was always taught it 
was wrong to take any kind of a dare. I felt sure I could j ump it and was 
making a sacrifice in not coming to the front and showing my power. 

Girl. (15). Walking in the woods with a younger girl they suddenly 
saw a drunken man staggering along. " I dare you to speak to tha t 
drunken m a n , " cried the younger girl. The older refused on the plea of 
propriety. 

CONCLUSION 

From the present study it appears that the origin of the 
impulse to take a dare may be traced back to fear and pride. 
I t is an emotion which centres around the idea of self and is 
largely the love of approbation and fear of its opposite. 
Every child wishes to keep the good esteem of its playmates 
and will do all in its power to gain and retain it. The exercise 
of power also comes in, which as Bain says is due to a sense 
of superior might or energy on a comparative trial. The 
growing youth is pleased at his increase of strength, and the 
conquest of any apparent difficult}' gives him a thrill of satis
faction, as the idea of being beaten in a contest brings the 
depressing sense of littleness. Any one detracting from his 
sense of superiority, influence and ability stings to the quick 
and gives rise to a feeling of resentment which has jealousy 
at the root. 

Dares involving jumping, imitation, chance and desire for 
excitement are furthered by the underlying definite and in
tense impulse for activity. In eating things and wearing 
things curiosity as to the result comes in as a secondary factor. 

Taking a dare is not a thing to be encouraged, but rather 
discouraged. The instigator of the dare may develop rash
ness or bravery, but for the great majority of those tak
ing the dare it is only a weakening of their moral sense of 
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522 TAKING A DARE 

right and wrong; they allow the fear of ridicule to overcome 
moral courage. That children are aware of the meaning and 
sense of taking a dare is seen in the replies of those who said, 
" I was often sorry after I had taken the dare;" I felt I had 
gained a great victory in not taking the dare;" " I felt very 
foolish for taking the dare." These, of course, are undoubtedly 
in the minority, the fear of being called a coward or the teasing 
of one's mates usually causing all other considerations to be 
set aside. 

The dare is often the cause of much misunderstood behavior 
in children. Often an act seems bold and rash to us, as 
when urged on by his brother, sister or playmates, the child 
"knocks a paper from his father's hand;" "annoys the teach
er;" skates on a pond, when forbidden, or the like. Not 
knowing that he has been dared we condemn him, but were 
the fact known, the punishment would be directed especially 
toward the "darer." 

How best can a feeling of disapproval be aroused and the 
impulse to activity inherent in the dare be turned to good 
account? The remedy is suggested by the dare itself. 

The desire for excitement in the "darer," and of approval 
in the one dared, may be guided in the right direction by 
training in games involving leadership and chance. In such 
games the sense of fair play for all is developed, rather than 
pleasure in possible harm and discomfort to some. Gymnastic 
and athletic ability may also help. Half the pleasure is 
lost to the boy who says," I dare you to jump from that 
beam," when the child dared not only proceeds to accept 
the dare but may even attempt a still harder one. He has 
a knowledge of his own power and ability and knows how 
far he can rely upon them and is undisturbed at any challenge 
of them. For the weak, timid child to gain this courage is 
of physical as well as mental benefit. 

Taking a dare is not necessarily a thing to be deplored; 
indeed, a dare given and taken in the right spirit may not be 
harmful; but when the evil impulse of inciting others to do 
wrong comes in, it is morally dangerous. This must be 
guarded against. The school may play an important part 
here. If it builds up a spirit of fair rivalry and competition, 
of co-operation for the general good of all, of abhorrence to
ward anything inclining towards meanness, and encourages 
this spirit, in school and out, in play and in class work, a 
protection and a strength will be built up which may be 
relied upon. 

As the material shows, in a dare lies one of the greatest 
temptations to children. In the material on refusal to take 
a dare we have seen the feeling of satisfaction and of gain at 
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TAKING A DARE 5 2 3 

being able to say "no ." Shall we teach the child that when 
dared he should refuse and respond by saying, " I can do 
something harder than that ." This, if carried too far, might 
develop into a sort of boastfulness, but on the other hand we 
do not want to teach a child that he must always refuse a 
dare and thus run the risk of developing a prig. 

The material on which this study is based is not sufficient 
to warrant any very definite conclusions; but it shows that 
dares are common among children between the ages of 8 to 
11, it is extremely suggestive, and it does indicate that the 
problem of developing in children the right attitude toward 
a dare is one of prime importance in child training. 
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